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Jicaro (Crescentia alata), or calabash tree, is a tree belonging to the Bignoniaceae family and common in agro-
pastoral systems in the dry regions of Central America1. Its fruits have a calabash shape and have been used since 
the pre-Colombian, not only as a staple food but also for its multiple uses as traditional medicine, cooking 
utensils and containers. The jicaro fruit is spherical and contains lots of little seeds embedded in a sweet pulp, 
surrounded by a lignified pericarp. The edible seeds which represent 5% of the total weight of the fruit, are dark 
brown, flat and heart-shaped (9 mm length, 7mm width and 2mm thickness). Jicaro seed is composed of two 
white cotyledons surrounded by a dark-brown, very thin and strongly adherent seed coat. Jicaro seed is still 
widely consumed in Mesoamerica2, especially in El Salvador and Nicaragua, as a brown popular beverage 
“horchata”. Little research on jicaro exists, and few studies have attempted to characterize the nutritional value of 
jicaro seed3.  
The aim of our study was to gain a better knowledge of the nutritional value of this small indigenous seed, its 
macro and micronutrient content, and of the presence or not of anti-nutritional factors. 
Jicaro seed was found to be a good source of proteins (43.6 % d.b.) 
and lipids (38.0 % d.b.) which were the major constituents. Its 
nutritional composition is comparable to most protein-rich seeds 
and oilseeds such as soybeans, with the difference that jicaro seed 
contains no starch, more proteins and no anti-nutritional factors 
such as trypsin inhibitors (0.1 TIU/mg) and alpha-galactosides 
(stachyose, raffinose : 0.14 and <0.1 % d.b. respectively).  
SDS-PAGE gel indicated a major proportion of low MW proteins (∼10 kDa), albumins types, which, coupled 
with low levels of anti-nutritional factors, should facilitate the digestibility of proteins. Essential amino acids 
represented 16.0 % d.b. of the protein fraction, similarly to soybean. Fatty acid 
profiles revealed a high proportion of unsaturated fatty acids (77.6%), mainly oleic 
acid. Jicaro seed presented also the particularity to contain higher contents of 
minerals (phosphorus, magnesium, iron, zinc) and lower contents of phytates 
compared to soybean.  
The observation of jicaro seeds by confocal laser scanning microscopy showed a 
very regular structure in the cell with spherical protein bodies surrounded by many 
small fat globules.  
This native seed might be of a great interest in these unexploited regions of Central America, not only for its high 
nutritional potential but also as a plant source to extract a nutritive beverage such as milk for lactose intolerant 
people. Its valorisation should limit soybean imports and use local resources. 
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